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ABSTRACT 

Much earlier controversy surrounding the Chinese "ba" 
construction stems from dissention over whether or not "ba" has any 
independent semantic content. "Ba" was assumed either to be a purely 
formal particle whose function was to assign case, or to have 
semantic content translating into thematic content. However, under 
the hypothesis that abstract case does not play a role in Chinese, 
"ba M can not be a case marker. It is also argued that thematic 
content can not be assumed. Instead, a second kind of thematic 
information that plays a role in syntactic description, namely event 
structure, is hypothesized. It is shown that the affected 
interpretation of the M ba" dependent phrase is the consequence not of 
a particular thematic role but of the a~role assigned by "ba." Thus 
the constraints on "ba" are captured and shown to be intrinsically 
linked. It is concluded that this provides further evidence for a 
model of syntax in which there is considerable interaction between 
the syntactic representation and the level of event structure. 
Contains 19 references. (MSE) 
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EVENT STRUCTURE AND THE 
BA CONSTRUCTION* 



Catrin Si§n Rhys 

University of Ulster at Jordanstown 



1. Introduction 

The controversy surrounding the ba construction within Chinese 
linguistics concerns the semantic content of ba and its relation to the 
matrix verb. On the one hand, it is argued to be a full lexical 
preposition, independently assigning a thematic role to its complement 
(Li 1985, Cheng 1986). On the other hand, it is claimed to be a dummy 
Case marker with no semantic content, inserted to license the direct 
object of the verb (Huang 1982, Goodall 1987). Constraints on ba and 
the interaction of ba with more general syntactic constraints in Chinese 
have the effect that the well formedness of ba fronting ranges from 
obligatory through preferred and optional to ill-formed. In its simplest 
form, however, the ba construction is an optional mechanism for 
fronting the object of a transitive verb: 

(1) a. ta sha le fuqin. 

he kill ASP father. 

He killed his father. 

b. ta ba fuqin sha le. 
he father kill ASP. 

He killed his father. 
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Under early assumptions in GB, the conclusion that the ba object 
was moved also forced the conclusion that ba itself was a semantically 
empty dummy Case marker inserted at S-structure, because of the Theta 
Criterion. Previous analyses have therefore tended to concentrate on the 
properties of the movement operation and the contexts in which it was 
obligatory. 

With the advent of theories of functional heads, ba can be viewed as 
a base generated functional head with independent semantic properties 
but crucially no thematic grid. The constraints on the licensing of the 
ba construction then move to centre stage, as the properties of the 
functional head and its complement are determined. This is the approach 
taken in this paper. Ba is given a novel analysis in which it interacts 
with the thematic structure of matrix verb via a system of thematic 
mediation, but more importantly, it interacts with event structure via 
the hierarchy of aspectual roles proposed in Grimshaw (1990). This dual 
interaction allows us to capture both the formal aspects of ba, that have 
lead to its treatment as a dummy Case marker, and the interpretive 
effects of ba, which have lead to its analysis as a thematic head. 
Furthermore, I show that the analysis developed here has some 
interesting results for the argument structure of the ba construction, in 
addition to the desired effect of accounting for the relation between an 
affectedness constraint on the DP following ba, and the aspectual 
restrictions on the verb phrase in the ba construction. 

Before investigating the constraints on the licensing of ba, the 
structure assumed for the ba construction is outlined along with some 
motivating data. 

2. What is the structure of the ba construction? 

The first observation to be made about the ba construction is that the 
apparent object of ba canonically gets its thematic role from the verb 
and appears in the post verbal complement position, as shown in the 
simple ba construction given in (lb) which relates to the canonical 
order in (la) (repeated here): 

(1) a. ta sha le fuqin. 

she kill ASP father 
She killed her father. 
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b. ta ba fuqin sha le. 
she ba father kill ASP 
She killed her father. 

This suggests that ba is not a thematic role assigner and that the 
apparent object of ba is not a complement of ba, or at least is not 
assigned a thematic role by ba. This suggestion is strengthened by the 
observation that ba and its apparent object do not behave as a 
constituent with respect to movement. The following examples show 
that they cannot appear either postverbally, or sentence initially, or 
outside VP. 1 

(2) a. *ying lin sha le ba muqin. 

Ying Lin kill ASP ba mother 

b. *ba muqin ying lin sha le. 

Ba mother Ying Lin kill ASP 

c. '"ying lin ba muqin zuotian yong dao shasi le. 

Ying Lin ba mother yesterday use knife kill ASP 

It should be noticed in this context that the apparent object of ba is 
licensed to appear in all the above positions without ba. It can also 
even appear in the preverbal ba position without ba, which suggests 
that in addition to not being a thematic role assigner, ba is not simply 
an inserted Case assigner. 2 



1 See Y. H. A. Li (1985: 373) for more detailed argumentation that ba 
occupies a position within VP. 

2 Although of course an alternative interpretation of this fact is that when 
the object does appear in the ba position without ba, there is a null Case 
assigner, carrying the focus interpretation of the construction. However, 
the question of Case assignment in Chinese is not one I wish to address in 
this paper (see Rhys 1992). It has also been pointed out to me by a reviewer 
that it is not clear that the unmarked preverbal object is in fact in the same 
position as ba, since interaction with adverbials points to the unmarked 
preverbal object being outside VP. 
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If ba and its apparent object do not form a constituent, what, then, 
is the constituent structure involved? An important observation in this 
case is that ba imposes aspectual restrictions on the VP that follows it. 
So the following example is ruled out because the VP is stative and not 
perfective as required by ba? 

(3) *wo ba ta ai. 

I ba her love 

This relationship of ba to the VP, and the fact that it does not 
assign a thematic role to its apparent object, point to a structure in 
which the actual complement of ba is in fact the VP. Indeed ba does 
appear to behave like other functional heads that have a VP 
complement, in that the position of ba is fixed, as shown in (2), and 
iteration of ba is not licensed. Hence in the following example, either 
object of the double object verb jiao 'spray' can be ba fronted, but not 
both: 

(4) a. ta ba hua jiao le shui. 

he ba flowers spray ASP water 
He sprayed the flowers with water. 

b. ta ba shui jiao le hua. 

he ba water spray ASP flowers 
He sprayed the water on the flowers. 

c. *ta ba hua ba shui jiao le. 

he ba flowers spray ASP water 
He sprayed the flowers with water. 

In addition, reduplication of ba in the A-not-A structure, as in (5), 
shows that it is a verbal head in the verbal projection since only verbs 



3 This is a simplification of the aspectual restrictions as will become clear 
below. 
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